| and Social Practice 


Abstract 


This study examines the idea that the 
design, construction, occupation and 
management of buildings and related ser- 
vices can be conducted as a mode of social 
practice, that is, done in a way that is 
technically and organizationally appropri- 
ate and which involves principled and 
critical action directed at contingent social 
needs. A case study is undertaken of a 
Project from 1971 to 1980 set in Manen- 
berg, South Africa. 


The Project was to design, build and 
administer a Community Centre as a joint 
effort by three groups of participants: a 
registered welfare agency based at the 
University of Cape Town, SHAWCO; staff 
and students of the School of Architec- 
ture; and a group of Coloured people 
(mixed racial origin) from Manenberg. 
These were members of the Manenberg 
Residents’ Movement which had been 
formed by groups of neighbours organ- 
ized to resist the high level of crime in 
Manenberg, and who were expanding 
their activities to deal with broader social 
issues. 


The Coloured people in South Africa are 
politically and economically disenfran- 
chised and socially deprived. This marginal 
position is in need of radical reform as has 
been endorsed by the government ap- 
pointed Theron Commission to inquire 
into all aspects of their lives. The Commis- 
sion recommended restoration of a full 
franchise and a wide repeal of restrictive 
legislation. Although they showed that 
these reforms would have a marginal 
effect on the position of the Whites, 
their recommendations were neverthe- 
less rejected. 
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The Project was intended to foster com- 
munity participation and development 
and was commenced in 1974 with a sur- 
vey of needs. Design development was 
done during 1975, construction during 
1976, and first occupation and adminis- 
tration from 1977 onwards. Three major 
areas of conflict arose in 1977 around 
issues concerning building costs, the role 
of key community persons, and control of 
the Centre. The conflicts were caused by 
differences of interpretation about objec- 
tives. The outcomes of the conflict were 
that the community lost control of the 
Centre, the key community leader left, and 
several persons who sided with the com- 
munity, including the architects, were 
either discredited or resigned. 


Community development movements in 
the South African context, if they are to 
achieve real gains, will inevitably lead to 
confrontation with authorities, mainly 
because no accepted means exist for 
Coloured people to make their needs 
known or to gain attention. An agency 
such as SHAWCO is an inextricable part 
of the institutional structure of the coun- 
try and is not only unable to assist signi- 
ficantly in community development, but 
tends, because of the exigencies of its own 
survival, to act so that the recipient com- 
munity and its leadership is divided and 
debilitated. The implications for communi- 
ty organizers are fundamental: basic 
premises for action should be understood 
and, for technical persons, the ability of 
their paradigms to transform meaning 
and a perception of reality is critical. 


The validity of the idea of participation in 
building, is reconfirmed, but with caveats 
concerning the propensity to build and its 
dangers, and concerning the deterministic 
model of the human-environment rela- 
tionship implicit in most architectural 
work. There are a number of roles that the 
socially conscious architect can take that 
are congruent with an interactive view of 
the man-environment relationship. For 
these roles to be effective the value com- 
ponent of technology and action must 
be recognized. 
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The current movement towards architec- 
ture as art with the consequent role of the 
architect as poet and painter has a neces- 
sary purpose in increasing the vocabulary 
of form, but there are social functions of 
art which remain important. In particular, 
art and its production, including architec- 
ture, should be divested of its aura of 
exceptionality, and aesthetic values should 
be directed at disalienation, so that an 
architecture can emerge which is “intel- 
ligible, popular and profound.” 
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